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ABSTRACT 
Normative influences on road user behaviour have been well documented and 
include such things as personal, group, subjective and moral norms. Commonly, 
normative factors are examined within one cultural context, although a few 
examples of exploring the issue across cultures exist. Such examples add to our 
understanding of differences in perceptions of the normative factors that may exert 
influence on road users and can assist in determining whether successful road safety 
interventions in one location may be successful in another. Notably, the literature is 
relatively silent on such influences in countries experiencing rapidly escalating rates 
of motorization. China is one such country where new drivers are taking to the 
roads in unprecedented numbers and authorities are grappling with the associated 
challenges. This paper presents results from qualitative and quantitative research on 
self-reported driving speeds of car drivers and related issues in Australia and China. 
Focus group interviews and questionnaires conducted in each country examined 
normative factors that might influence driving in each cultural context. Qualitative 
findings indicated perceptions of community acceptance of speeding were present in 
both countries but appeared more widespread in China, yet quantitative results did 
not support this difference. Similarly, with regard to negative social feedback from 
  
speeding, qualitative findings suggested no embarrassment associated with speeding 
among Chinese participants and mixed results among Australian participants, yet 
quantitative results indicated greater embarrassment for Chinese drivers. This issue 
was also examined from the perspective of self-identity and findings were generally 
similar across both samples and appear related to whether it is important to be 
perceived as a skilled/safe driver by others. An interesting and important finding 
emerged with regard to how Chinese drivers may respond to questions about road 
safety issues if the answers might influence foreigners’ perceptions of China. In 
attempting to assess community norms associated with speeding, participants were 
asked to describe what they would tell a foreign visitor about the prevalence of 
speeding in China. Responses indicated that if asked by a foreigner, people may 
answer in a manner that portrayed China as a safe country (e.g., that drivers do not 
speed), irrespective of the actual situation. This ‘faking good for foreigners’ 
phenomenon highlights the importance of considering ‘face’ when conducting 
research in China – a concept absent from the road safety literature. An additional 
noteworthy finding that has been briefly described in the road safety literature is the 
importance and strength of the normative influence of social networks (guanxi) in 
China. The use of personal networks to assist in avoiding penalties for traffic 
violations was described by Chinese participants and is an area that could be 
addressed to strengthen the deterrent effect of traffic law enforcement. Overall, the 
findings suggest important considerations for developing and implementing road 
safety countermeasures in different cultural contexts. 
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1  INTRODUCTION 
Driving has been described as a socially-regulated behaviour (Stradling, 2007) 
and previous research on the influence of other people on driving and on other road 
user behaviours has explored a broad range of socially-based factors. Normative 
influences on road user behaviour are well documented and include personal, group, 
subjective and moral norms. Commonly, however, normative factors have been 
examined within one cultural context (and usually in highly motorised, developed 
countries) although limited examples have explored the issue across cultures and 
have added to our understanding of differences in perceptions of the various 
normative factors that may exert influence on road users. These can assist in 
determining whether successful safety interventions developed and employed in one 
location/cultural context may be successful in another. 
Notably, the literature is relatively silent on normative influences in many of the 
countries that are experiencing rapidly escalating rates of motorisation. China is one 
such country where new drivers are taking to the roads in unprecedented numbers. 
China’s recent economic growth has been accompanied by one of the highest annual 
motorisation growth rates in the world (Pendyala & Kitamura, 2007) and authorities 
are grappling with the associated challenges including appropriate traffic law 
enforcement, traffic congestion and extremely high levels of road trauma 
(WHO,2009). Road crashes are reportedly the number one non-disease killer in 
  
China, ahead of other disasters, such as flood, fire and earthquake (Pendyala & 
Kitamura, 2007). It is clear that China must focus on curbing road crashes but it is 
equally important to note that while highly motorised countries like Australia have 
implemented countermeasures to reduce road trauma for decades with good success, 
there is still a need to reduce road-related deaths and injuries (Australian Transport 
Council, 2011). Therefore, efforts to better understand the impact of things such as 
normative influences on road user behaviour are warranted across cultural contexts 
to provide better information with which to develop new safety countermeasures. 
1.1 The concept of culture 
Applying the concept of culture to study road use has been approached in 
two ways. The first way (sociological approach) views culture in light of 
interactions between various groups of road users (e.g. according to age, ethnicity, 
education etc). It considers the differential impact of broader societal influences 
(e.g., traffic law) on specific groups, focusing on group interactions.  However, this 
approach lacks consideration of personal factors such as driving history and 
personality traits. The second way that culture is examined is with cross-cultural 
studies where the same behaviour or group is studied in two or more culturally-
bound contexts. Here, culture refers more to the characteristics that are specific to 
people because of their geographic location and common national history than to the 
way in which groups of people within one country interact with each other. This 
approach certainly encompasses broader societal influences (e.g. the normative 
influence of legislation) but also commonly examines the more individually-based 
characteristics such as risk perceptions, attitudes (Lund & Rundmo, 2008), driving 
style, and driving skills (Ozkan, Lajunen, Chliaoutakis, Parker, & Summala, 2006).   
The current research fits in the latter grouping by examining speeding in 
two distinct cultural settings (Australia and China). Speeding is a recognised high-
risk factor in road crashes globally (WHO, 2009) and Rothengatter and Manstead 
have highlighted cultural differences in intentions to violate traffic laws including 
speeding, citing social norms as a likely explanation. This highlights the need to 
better understand factors that influence speeding across cultural settings before 
recommending countermeasures developed in one cultural context for another.   
1.2 Challenges in cross­cultural research 
Methodological and theoretical challenges must be considered when 
conducting road safety research across contexts. From a methodological 
perspective, cultures may have fundamental differences that make comparisons 
difficult or inappropriate. For instance, King (2007) identified a range of factors 
(e.g., economic, institutional, social, and cultural) that can impact on the transfer of 
road safety knowledge across cultures. Theoretical challenges, however, relate more 
to issues of understanding behaviour across groups. The challenge is determining 
how best to operationalise theoretical components developed in one context so as to 
maintain the essence of their original meaning in another. The few published 
Chinese driving-related studies indicate that the addition of culturally-specific 
  
issues has helped understand driver behaviour across cultures. For example, Xie and 
Parker (2002) described factors that were relevant in China but not in Britain. Sense 
of social hierarchy, challenge to legitimate authority, and value of interpersonal 
networks were all found to important in how Chinese drivers deal with the road and 
enforcement environment. 
In considering the generalisability of findings from one context to another, 
consideration must be given to the capacity of theories to predict behaviour across 
different cultural settings. The current research employed Akers’ social learning 
theory (SLT) (Akers, 1977) to investigate speeding in Australia and China. SLT is a 
psychological-sociological hybrid of reinforcement/learning and differential 
association theories. It has been suggested that it “mandates the inclusion of cultural 
variables in the explanation of crime through its emphasis on ‘definitional’ 
learning” (Jensen and Akers, 2003, p.22). That is, the attitudes, rationalisations, and 
moral beliefs of a cultural group should orient the learning mechanisms described 
by the theory.  As such, it appears useful to cross-cultural investigations.  
We also included the concept of self-identity; the process of identifying as 
the type of person who performs a particular behaviour. When such identification 
takes place, the behaviour is said to become important to our self-identity, reflecting 
our values and motivations (Hogg, Terry and White 1995). Investigations of self-
identity are limited in driver research although the literature suggests it can be 
useful in understanding the influence of one’s own values. Further, the literature on 
the concept of self from a Chinese perspective suggests potentially large differences 
in the impact of this concept across cultures. It is suggested that in Chinese culture, 
relations with others strongly influence the concept of self; described as 
‘recognized, defined and completed by others’ (Gao, 1998, p. 165). It appears that 
this concept is unexplored in relation to driver behaviour in China. 
This research aimed to investigate normative influences and self-identity 
concepts on self-reported speeding among car drivers in Australia and China using 
qualitative and quantitative methods in order to explore similarities and differences 
between the two cultural contexts. This study was part of a larger research program 
investigating a range of factors influential on speeding, some findings of which are 
reported elsewhere (Fleiter et al, 2009; 2010; 2011). 
2  METHOD 
This research ulitised qualitative and quantitative investigations involving 
car drivers from Beijing (n=35 in focus groups and 299 questionnaire respondents) 
and Queensland (n=67 in focus groups and 833 questionnaire respondents). The 
method, sample, recruitment strategy and analysis plan is identical to that described 
in Fleiter et al (2009). 
3  FINDINGS 
The qualitative findings are presented first with participants identified according 
to gender, age and nationality (e.g., F30CN represents a 30-year-old Chinese 
  
woman and M19AU represents a 19-year-old Australian man). 
 
Community norms: In both countries, responses indicated the perception of 
community support of exceeding speed limits. For instance, Australian participants 
commonly described perceptions that the majority of drivers speed:  
“I just assumed that everybody speeds. Most on the road are 
keeping up with me and I’m sometimes trying to keep up with 
them.” Male49AU 
“Speeding, well everybody does it.” Male20AU 
 
Chinese participants also described the perception of speeding as commonplace 
(see Fleiter et al 2009) and were asked a specific question to assess community 
norms: ‘Imagine that someone visits you from another country. They have never 
been here before. What would you tell them about driving speeds in Beijing?’ (based 
on Perkins and Wechsler 2006). An interesting outcome relevant to conducting 
research in China emerged; participants said they would tell visitors that there was 
no speeding in Beijing, despite their prior comments reporting it as commonplace.  
Speaker 1:I would tell them that there is no speeding in Beijing. 
It’s the same as when we tell others that our University is the best 
in China. When we go to foreign countries, we will tell others that 
China is the best country in the world. So when we talk about 
speeding with foreigners, you are not just yourself, you 
must...M30CN 
Speaker 2:…take the reputation of our country into consideration. 
M26CN 
Speaker 1:Yes, you are not only yourself.  More importantly, you 
represent the honour of the whole country.  In our country, we 
don’t take speeding as seriously as foreigners [do]. In their eyes, 
speeding is a big deal so if they ask me about this issue, I will tell 
them speeding is not a common thing. 
Speaker :I agree. I would say that I have never noticed people 
speeding.  We should show others the good side of our country 
and city. We should make them feel Beijing is a safe city to live in. 
 
Such comments highlight an important concept in Chinese culture. Face, or 
mianzi is an integral concept in Chinese conduct and refers to ‘an individual’s 
public or social image gained by performing one or more specific social roles that 
are well recognised by others’ (Luo, 2007, p. 14). The current example relates more 
to face saving or reputation saving of the entire nation than of individuals. This 
issue is also related to the concept of self-identity.  
 
Self-identity: When asked “Is it important that you are known as someone who 
drives above the speed limit?”, Australian participants generally reflected the desire 
to project the image of oneself as a responsible or safe driver, even if they are not. 
Mixed views were reported regarding whether speeding violations were a source of 
embarrassment (see Fleiter et al 2010 for details). However, among Chinese 
participants, speeding engendered little negative social feedback. Overwhelmingly, 
  
participants indicated that they were not embarrassed to inform  others about 
receiving speeding tickets. Rather, responses indicated a perception that it is just 
bad luck to be caught speeding, and further, that drivers are happy to tell others 
since it allows them to warn about enforcement locations. 
“It isn’t embarrassing in our culture, unlike other countries. The 
[Chinese] public don’t think speeding is a big issue.” F27CN 
“It is not bad, not embarrassing. We should discuss with others 
[to warn them]. I was out of luck.” Male29CN 
 
The most common response in Chinese groups suggests that being known as 
someone who exceeds speed limits was considered of no real consequence and 
something that is not worthy of discussion because speeding is so commonplace: 
“It isn’t important [to be known as someone who exceeds speed 
limits]. Speeding is your own business. Others won’t care about 
whether you speed or not.” F30CN  
“Speeding is a kind of illegal behaviour. The point is to get the 
public to accept this. If [they] have this awareness, they will 
discuss something about speeding tickets; but now the public 
doesn’t have this awareness. They think speeding is okay.M38CN 
 
Less commonly, responses indicated that to be known as someone who speeds 
was akin to being seen as an untrustworthy or unsafe driver; one with whom people 
may not wish to travel. However, contrasting sentiments were also described: 
“[To be known as someone who does not speed] is to admit you 
drive very slowly and your driving skill is not good”“F28CN  
“I think driving at the speed limit will make others trust you. 
Friends and colleagues will have the impression that you are a 
trustworthy man.” M33CN  
 
The next section reports responses from quantitative items assessing self-
identity and normative influences. Firstly, as a measure of identity and to provide an 
overall snapshot of how participants perceived their speeding, we asked ‘Which of 
the following statements best applies to you as a driver?’ according to 5 categories 
of compliance (1. I generally ignore speed limits and drive above them on the 
majority of occasions; 2.I don’t pay much attention to speed limits and regularly 
drive above them; 3. I generally keep an eye on my driving speed but often go over 
the speed limit; 4. I keep a fairly close watch on my travel speed but occasionally go 
over the limit; 5. I always watch the speed I travel and never deliberately go over 
the speed limit) (modified from Elliott 2001). The two samples were compared 
using a chi-squared test for independence and post-hoc analyses were undertaken 
using standardised residuals to identify cells with observed frequencies significantly 
lower or higher than expected (i.e., outside the range of +1.96 to -1.96). Results 
revealed statistically significant differences between the Australian and Chinese 
samples, 2 (4) = 72.81, p<.001, øc = 0.26 (Cramer’s V indicates a small effect size, 
Field, 2005). A significantly greater proportion of Chinese drivers (39.7%) 
described themselves as ‘never deliberately driving above the speed limit’ compared 
to only 19.8% of Australian drivers. Conversely, a significantly greater proportion 
  
of Australian drivers (24.8% compared to only 7% of Chinese drivers) described 
themselves as ‘often driving above the speed limit’.  See Figure 1. 
 Figure 1. Proportion of Australian and Chinese drivers endorsing descriptions of speed limit 
compliance 
Community norms towards speeding were assessed by two items scored on a 7-
point Likert scale (1=Strongly disagree to 7=Strongly agree). For the first question 
‘Drivers here think it is okay to exceed the speed limit’, mean scores were 
significantly higher for Australian (M=3.1, SD=2) than Chinese drivers (M=2.2, 
SD=1.2); t(820) = 8.08, p<.0001, =.54. This result suggests that Australian drivers 
perceive that it is more acceptable among the general community to drive above the 
speed limit although the mean scores indicate that for both samples, the majority of 
participants disagreed with the statement. 
For the second question, ‘Drivers here think you are unlucky if you get caught 
speeding’ (scored as above), mean scores were significantly higher for Australian 
(M=3.58, SD=2.1) than Chinese drivers (M=2.36, SD= 1.3); t(827)=11.58, p<.0001, 
=.69. This result suggests Australian drivers reported greater agreement that being 
caught speeding is just bad luck. Both of these results on community norms were 
contrary to expectations based on the qualitative findings reported earlier. 
In a related item, the level of embarrassment related to speeding violations was 
assessed by asking: ‘I would be embarrassed to tell people if I got caught for 
speeding’ (scored as above). Responses revealed that Chinese drivers (M=4.57, 
SD=1.7) reported greater agreement than Australian drivers (M= 4.45, SD=2.1) 
although the difference was not significant; t(653)= -.912, p=.362. Thus, despite the 
non-significant outcome, and contrary to expectations based on the qualitative 
findings, Chinese drivers reported more likely embarrassment associated with 
receiving a speeding violation than did Australian drivers. 
Previous research and findings from the Chinese focus groups (as discussed in 
Fleiter et al 2011) suggest the importance of social networks in avoiding traffic 
violation penalties. As such, for the Chinese sample only, two items assessed use of 
personal relationship by self and others to avoid punishment if caught speeding. The 
0.8 2
24.8
52.6
19.8
1.3 3.7
7
48.4
39.7
0
10
20
30
40
50
60
Generally 
ignore limit
Regularly 
above limit
Often above 
limit
Occasionally 
above limit
Never 
deliberately 
above limit
Australia
China
  
first question asked ‘How often have you used your relationships to avoid the 
punishment after you are caught speeding?’ (scored 1=Never to 6=Always). While 
the majority of participants reported never using social relationships in this way 
(M=1.6, SD=1.2), over one quarter (27.4%) reported having done so (see Figure 2). 
 Figure 2. Self-reported frequency of using relationships to avoid punishment for speeding 
The second question asked ‘How many other people do you know who have used 
their relationships to avoid the punishment after being caught speeding?’ (scored 
1= None to 5 = All; M=2.63, SD=0.8). As can be seen in Figure 3, approximately 
one third of the sample reported knowing a few other people who use their networks 
to avoid penalties once caught and over half the sample (58.2%) reported knowing 
many others who do this (ie, ‘some’, ‘most’ or ‘all’ others). 
 
Figure 3. Self-reported proportion of known others perceived to use relationships to avoid 
punishment for speeding 
4  DISCUSSION 
This paper examines normative influences on speeding in Australia and China 
from qualitative and quantitative perspectives with the aim of examining similarities 
and differences across both cultural contexts. Importantly, on several key concepts, 
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discrepancies existed between findings from focus group discussions and 
quantitative results. For instance, in focus groups, speeding was described as 
common in both countries but was readily noted as more widespread and as nothing 
unexceptional by Chinese participants. However, quantitative results for community 
norms indicated that Australian drivers reported greater agreement than Chinese 
drivers that in general, drivers believe that is it okay to speed and that they are 
unlucky if caught. This suggests that community norms are perceived as more 
favourable towards speeding in Australia than in China. Similarly, the qualitative 
explorations revealed mixed responses among Australian participants about whether 
it was embarrassing for others to know about one’s speeding tickets while also 
revealing a total lack of embarrassment surrounding this issue for Chinese 
participants. However, the quantitative results were to the contrary with Chinese 
drivers reporting more embarrassment than Australian drivers. 
Together these findings suggest that perceptions of community acceptance of 
speeding are greater in Australia and that Australian drivers are less compliant with 
speed limits, both of which are contrary to the qualitative findings. This may indeed 
be an accurate reflection of reality. It may also, however, reflect the situation 
described by Chinese participants where they would intentionally misrepresent a 
situation to foreigners to promote a positive national reputation. This ‘faking good 
for foreigners’ phenomenon is possibly related to the concept of face and the 
welfare of the collective having priority in countries such as China that are at the 
collectivist end of Triandis’ individualism-collectivism dimension (2001). This 
phenomenon has not previously been described in the road safety literature yet is 
worthy of consideration for those outside China wishing to conduct research there 
and develop subsequent safety interventions. The Chinese phase of the current 
research was conducted by Chinese researchers but was sponsored by an Australian 
university whose name appeared on all forms viewed by participants. Therefore, it 
is possible that some responses may have been shaped by this phenomenon.  
Another concept relevant to the findings relates to reports of the use of social 
relationships to avoid penalties once caught (as previously described by Xie and 
Parker 2002). One quarter of respondents reported having used social relationships 
in this way and reports of knowing others who also do this were prevalent. The 
concept of guanxi seems relevant here; the build up and transfer of social capital via 
a network of people which is central to every aspect of life in China (Yang, 1994).  
A number of limitations are noted. The use of self-report data is acknowledged 
as potentially biased due to socially desirable responding. In addition, as discussed 
above, the ‘faking good for foreigners’ phenomenon may have biased results. 
However, a foreign researcher (first author) was present when this was discussed in 
China so it is difficult to assess how influential this may be. There are also potential 
limitations regarding the generalisability of results. This is particularly relevant in 
the Chinese context. The relatively small quantitative Chinese sample limits the 
relevance of findings to the broader driving population.  However, this limitation is 
tempered by fact that this research was exploratory and that, encouragingly, results 
demonstrate some consistency with previously published investigations of Chinese 
driver behaviour, thereby adding support to the current findings. Overall, these 
  
results highlight the importance of considering culturally-specific societal 
influences in behavioural research (Triandis, 1997) and represent important 
considerations in traffic law enforcement and road safety countermeasure design. 
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